Àn Age Old Dialogue 


by Richard Menzies 


Sam the hermit lives on a fertile plot at the north end of pastoral Heber Valley, in a 
house he built sixty years ago and which, in ten years, according to plans by the Central 
Utah Project, will lie at the bottom of a lake. Sam will be dispossessed, or relocated, in 
the terminology of engineering, and his small, quiet place in the world will become sub- 
merged history. We asked him what he would do then, and Sam said he'd probably live 


“it won't be as nice.” 


“If you lived in the city, 
they'd probably call you a 
hippy," I said, 

“SA what?" he asked, cupping 
his hand to his ear. 

“A hippy!” I shouted. 

“Oh... a nicky!” He nodded 
with perfect understanding. 

As we talked, Sam. had re- 
triéved a canvas water Bag from 
the junkpile and was setting 
about getting water from the 
creek. Jim and I followed him 
across the mushy field. ^ high. 
flying jet rumbled overhead, and: 
the hermit paused à 
neck to observe the passin 
twentieth century. Then he con- 
tinued toward the creek. “I can’t 
see ’em like I used to, they go so 
fast nowadays,” he said, then 
added, “But I can see a helicop- 
ter.” 

We came to the barbed wire 
fence, which he climbed over, 
nearly losing his footing on some 
rocks. “You know, nature is func 
ny,” he mused irrelevantly. 
“None of us understand much 
about it. But we’re all going down 
the same road.” 

There followed a poignant ' 
pause, while we struggled to dl- 
vine the significance of the stata. 
ment. Jii broke the sitenee. “I'll 
bet. you've heard a lot of stories, 
living around here forse: 

“Yes, I have. And that’s 
what they are —stories!” He 
seemed not much interested in 
entertaining us further, and a lit- 
tle tired of our company. Arriving 
at the stream, he bent down and 
began filling the water bag. 

“Pll bet that's the best water 
in the whole country,” I ven- 
tured, a little tritely. He didn’t 
reply. 

“What do you eat, anyway?” 
Jim asked. 

Sam replied that he'd eat most 
anything, so long as it was 0 
_and clean." “I always eat clean 
food," he said. 
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of city folks pokin' around and 
askin' questions." 

He told us he was eighty three, 
and we responded that he certain- 
ly didn't look it, although he cer- 
tainly did. He said he had lived in 


t” 

“No,” he replied, “I used to 
keep a horse or a dog years ago. 
But you know, you just can't 
have one thing. If you do, then 
you have to stay home and tend 
it." 

*Do you go out often?" Jim 
asked. 

“No.” 

We asked him how he cooked, 
and what he used for light, and if 
he had any electricity. 

“No I don’t. I don’t need any. 
I don’t have anything that’ll run 
on electricity.” 

Jim, who is struggling to grow 
a moustache, complimented him 
on his fine head and face of hair, 
and asked him how he managed 
to keep it insuch good shape. 

“Well, I have to trim it some- 
times,” he said, indicating with 
his finger the hole where his 
mouth was. “Makes it easier to 
eat, for one thing.” 

Then I asked him about his 
teeth and inquired after the front 
ones, which were missing. 

“Pulled 'em out this spring 
with pliers,” he explained. “They 
got so they wuz bitin’ me, so I had 
to pull em out.” 

“Doesn’t. that make it hard to 
eat?" 

“Yes, it does. But it's easier to 
spit." 

“Have you always worn a 
beard?" weasked. 

“Yes ...well, no. When I was 
in the army they made me shave. 


in a rest home somewhere; but, he added, 


— 


One day last fall reporter Jim 
Lind and I decided to pay a visit 
on the old man, whom neither of 
us had seen before, except from a 
safe distance. To reach his shack 
wẹ climbed through a. gateless 

baled wire fence and made our 
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ded on all sides 
ole by empty cans, 
bottles, and junk. The lower win- 
dows were blinded by more in- 
door trash that must have filled 
the house to the second floor. 
We found the hermit on his 
porch, abstractly comtemplating 
junk, and it was sometime later 
more before he found us, for 
his hearing and eyesight were 
not keen. 

When at last*he discovered us, 
he responded to our bright saluta- 
tion with a mixture of mistrust 
` annoyance, and throughout 
‘alk he kept “‘eyeballing” us 
ously. 

Sam wore an ancient pair of 
coveralls that covered, I think, 
nothing, and an old amorphous 
hat. His long white and yellowish 
hair reached to his shoulders, his 
beard covered his chest. He lean- 
ed on a crooked staff and peered 
out from under bushy eyebrows 
with one eye squinted. The im- 

ssion was fantastic, recalling a 
cnidheod vision of the troll that 
lived under the bridge. 

As I mentioned before, the 
hermit was inclined to suspicion, 
and for awhile our conversation 
dwelt-on the weather, the trees, 
and such diversionary matter be- 
fitting two trespassers. We 
weren't getting anyplace with the 
interview until at last Jim, resort- 
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